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(ABSTRACT)

The purpose of this research is to explore the
relationship between fatherless homes and juvenile
delinquency, especially as it is perceived by African
American adolescent males (N=23) who have been detained in a
juvenile detention facility. This study is ethnographic,
exploratory, and inductive in its approach. Hypotheses are
generated or discovered rather than tested. The methodology
that is employed is multi-dimensional as it includes in-
depth interviews, self-reports, and participant observation.

The findings suggest that adolescent African American
males perceive father-absence as a partial causal factor in
their own delinquency, and their peers’ delinquency as well
(suggesting most strongly a social control hypothesis,
although other possible explanations exist). Family
structure (i.e., father-absence) appears to be related to
delinquent behavior through the mediating variables of
parental supervision, discipline, and gender role modelling.

The results from this study suggest that the dynamics



within a family system are more important in explaining
delinquent behavior than is the actual family structure.
Some of the most insightful research into family structure
and delinquency, especially research that aims to inform
prevention and treatment programs, may come from
examinations of how family structure and function are

related.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
1.1 Statement of the Problem

The miscreant behavior of young people is a social
problem that has concerned societies throughout recorded
history. This concern is understandable on many accounts.
For one, our future depends on our youth and their
preparedness for that future. Additionally, and however
accurately, many people believe that today’s juvenile
delingquent is tomorrow’s adult criminal (Shoemaker, 1990:4).
Furthermore, the problem of juvenile delinquency raises many
questions regarding a society’s ability, or inability, to
socialize, educate, and nurture its young.

While there is ample evidence to demonstrate that
youthful offenders have been present in nearly every society
throughout recorded history, there seems to exist in our
time a heightened concern that juvenile crime is on the
increase, both in terms of occurrence and severity.
Politicians, as well as many in the news media, daily take
up this very issue. We hear calls to "get tough" on crime
and delingquency. Some call for "boot camps" for youthful
offenders, and much stiffer penalties for those who commit
the most serious crimes. Some politicians have even
suggested that the National Guard be called into the

toughest urban areas to combat crime, especially crack



cocaine dealing and its attendant violence. In addition,
adults are rightly concerned for the very lives of our young
people.

The leading cause of death for black males fifteen to
twenty-four years of age is homicide. Black male children,
youth, and young adults (ages birth to thirty-four years)
suffer the highest rate of death by gun shots. The second
leading cause of death for all males ages fifteen to twenty-
four years is homicide. Homicide is the fourth leading
cause of death for all youths ages five to fourteen years
(U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1993). The age group that now
commits the greatest number of murders in the United States
is fifteen to nineteen year olds (Federal Bureau of
Investigation, 199l1a). Moreover, "The fastest growing
segment of the criminal population is our nation’s children"
(Bennett, 1993:4). Although juvenile violent crime arrest
rates have fluctuated since 1965 (there was a substantial
dip between 1980 and 1985), overall, violent crime arrest
rates for young persons have quadrupled since 1965 (Federal
Bureau of Investigation, 1991b). Suffice it to say,
Americans are worried about juvenile delinquency and
juvenile delinquents.

In addition to the heightened concern over delinquency
and rising homicide rates, there is also concern over the
deterioration of the nuclear family. Mainstream periodicals
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such as Newsweek (August 30, 1993) and The Atlantic Monthly
(April, 1993) have recently featured cover stories about the
increasing problem of fatherless families in this country.
Today, more than one in four (28.6%) families with children
are headed by a single parent, almost always a single mother
(U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1991a). Nearly two out of three
(62%) African American children are living in single-parent
homes (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1991a).

Whether right or wrong, many people hold the belief
that the absence of a father or father figure is related to
juvenile misconduct. As Zuckerman writes in a recent
editorial on the problem of crime in America (1893:100),
"The average American citizen has an idea that the problem
is rooted in teenage mothers and babies with absentee
fathers who grow up without the balance of discipline and
love in family life. Attorney General Janet Reno puts it
down specifically to the absence of a system of reward and
punishment that teaches responsibility to a child." The
question of delinquency causation is, of course, an
empirical question, and social scientists have conducted
research into this issue for a long time. Despite the vast
number of studies that address the issue of family structure
and juvenile delingquency, there is no consensus among social
science researchers regarding a causal link between these

variables; the debate is very much ongoing.



The debate over family structure and delinquent
behavior becomes even more difficult to sort through when
the issue of race is introduced (for a brief, yet excellent
account of this, see Matsueda and Heimer, 1987:826). One
can rightly ask, "Why study delinquent African American male
adolescents who are from fatherless homes!?". Why single
them out for special attention? An answer to both of these
questions is well summarized by African American physician,
scholar, and Harvard professor, Alvin Poussaint, who writes
(in Bowser, 1991:13):

If we as a society do not rescue young Black men from

the disaster that threatens them and nurture them

adequately during their teenage years, there will
surely be further deterioration of the Black family and
enormous social cost to the country. We can no longer
ignore what is now obvious: many of these young men are

in deep trouble, particularly those living in extreme
poverty in our urban ghettoes.

Dr. Poussaint goes on to write (p. 14):

The socialization of the Black boy from the time of his
birth deserves close scrutiny. What is the effect on
him, for example, of growing up in a single-parent
household headed by a woman? How is the little boy
affected by the absence of a father or another adult
male? What are the social forces that impact upon him

! The terms "African American" and "black" are used
interchangeably in this study. The former is more culturally
sensitive and historically accurate, but the latter is found in
much of the literature, so it too is used. The term "fatherless
home" is generally used instead of "broken home." The latter term
is value-laden and offensive to many people. However, "broken
home" is found extensively in the research literature, and so it is
sometimes used in the present study.



and induce him to adopt antisocial "macho" attitudes
that he thinks will enhance his male identity?

Poussaint raises several important gquestions, including
how do single-parent households, absent father figures, and
poverty affect the young black male’s development, and what
social factors account for the antisocial or "macho"
attitudes that many black males adopt?

It is well established that many African American
children are living in homes without their fathers or father
surrogates. In fact, this is a trend that continues to |
increase. For example, in 1965 female-headed households
accounted for nearly a quarter of all African American
families (Moynihan, 1965). By 1985, more than half (51%) of
all African American children (less than eighteen years of
age) lived in female-headed households (Jaynes and Williams,
1989). In a span of only twenty years, the percentage of
African American female-headed households had doubled.
Today, nearly two out of every three (62%) African American
children are born to unmarried women. Furthermore, some
projections indicate that as many as nine out of every ten
(86% according to Bumpass, 1984; 94% according to Popenoe,
1993) African American children are likely to spend some
time in a single-parent (90% fatherless) family.

Although the prevalence of fatherless homes is



generally undisputed, the possible effects or outcomes of
such a living arrangement on children are debated among
social science researchers and policymakers. The debate
over "broken" versus "intact" family structure and how it
affects children is ideologically and politically-charged.
Those with conservative leanings will often argue that only
two-parent families can provide the support and guidance
that children need to develop normally. Single-parents,
homosexuals, and others who live "alternative" lifestyles
are blamed for all manner of social ills by ultra-
conservatives. On the other hand, those who live
alternative lifestyles, as well as many liberal-minded
researchers and policymakers, will often argue that the
traditional intact family structure is not without its own
set of problems, and that blaming single-parent and other
families that deviate from the traditional intact family
structure is uncaring, unwanted, and, most importantly,
unproductive?. Furthermore, many liberals argue that it is
not family structure that affects the well-being of youth,
but other factors such as income.

One of the most unfortunate aspects of this debate on

family structure is that the question of how children might

? For an interesting discussion on the politics and ideological
battles that surround the family structure issue, the reader is
referred to an article by Barbara Dafoe Whitehead in The Atlantic
Monthly, April, 1993.



be affected is often lost in the heated rhetoric that is
amply supplied by both sides. Rather than discussing the
impact of various family structures on children, the debate
tends instead to focus on such issues as bigotry, morality,
tolerance, and individual adult freedom. Despite the
polemic, there is an impressive and growing body of
empirical evidence that suggests that not all family
structures produce equally positive outcomes for children.
There are several important points that should be made
at this juncture: 1) the body of social science evidence is,
indeed, impressive and growing, but it is not without
conflicting and sometimes confusing findings (see chapter 2,
literature review); 2) the political climate in social
science is such that certain research questions, issues, and
perspectives are discouraged, and researchers who take up
issues such as family structure, race, and delinquency are
sometimes labelled as racists, sexists, and bigots. One
needs only to think back to the reaction that Moynihan
(1965) drew relative to his study of the Negro family (for
an excellent account of this see Rainwater and Yancey,
1967). I am well aware that when one studies a
disadvantaged group, it is all too easy to give the
appearance of blaming the victim; and 3) the present study
is designed to suggest ideas and hypotheses regarding the

possible effects of father-absence on African American



males. It is not a study that tests any particular theory
or set of hypotheses.

Thus far, it has been established that the single-
parent, usually female-headed, family structure accounts for
a large and growing proportion of many American families,
and it is most pronounced among African American families.
But what problems, if any, are associated with single-parent
homes? Social science research findings suggest that the
following difficulties for children (black and white, male
and female) are associated with (not necessarily caused by)
single-parent homes: 1) increased antisocial/deviant
behavior (Bandura and Walters, 1959; Demo and Acock, 1988;
Dornbusch et al., 1985; Glueck and Glueck, 1962; Matsueda
and Heimer, 1987; Peterson and Zill, 1986; Wells and Rankin,
1991); 2) difficulty in forming and maintaining intimate
relationships (Glenn and Kramer, 1985; McLanahan and
Bumpass, 1988; Wallerstein and Corbin, 1989); 3) decreased
educational attainment (Garfinkel and McLanahan, 1986; Keith
and Finlay, 1988; Krein and Beller, 1988; McLanahan, 1985;
Mueller and Cooper, 1986); 4) increased poverty (Bumpass and
McLanahan, 1989; Bumpass and Rindfuss, 1979; Demo and Acock,
1988); and 5) poorer than average mental health (Garfinkel
and McLanahan, 1986; Kalter et al., 1989).

Obviously, father-absence is not the only problem
facing the youth of our nation, especially African American
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youth. There are, unfortunately, a great variety of
problems and obstacles in the lives of many of our nation’s
black children. African Americans, especially youngsters,
are at great risk of many negative outcomes.

Marian Wright Edelman (1985), President of the
Children’s Defense Fund, lists the following as the biggest
problems facing black children in America: poverty, female-
headed families, and inadequate access to health care,
mental health, and educational resources.

Washington and LaPoint (1988) offer their own list of
problems facing black children. They include an increasing
rate of out-of-wedlock births among black adolescents. They
point out that nearly two of every three black families are
headed by a single mother (one in five for whites). They
mention that black children are two and one-half times more
likely than white children to live in substandard housing.
They report that black families have median incomes that are
less than 60% of that of white families. Additionally, they
report that black children are four times as likely as white
children to be incarcerated between the ages fifteen to
nineteen years.

One of the most noted problems facing many African
American male youths is the violence that is a routine part
of their daily lives. Black-on-black violence, according to

African American leaders like Jesse Jackson, threatens to



destroy the African American community. Amos Wilson
(1992:8-9) cites the following statistics: homicide is the
primary cause of death for African American males between
the ages of fifteen and thirty-four. 1In 1986, African
Americans accounted for 44% of all murder victims. Moreover,
during the period 1978 to 1987, the average annual murder
rates for young African American males were five to eight
times that of young white males. In 1987, homicide
accounted for 42% of all deaths of African American males
between fifteen and twenty-four years of age.

Some observers have suggested that what is currently
going on with our nation’s young African American males is
akin to combat. Citing an article from The New York Times,
Wilson (1992:9) notes:

In some areas of the country it is now more likely for

a black male between his 15th and 25th birthday to die

from homicide than it was for a United States soldier
to be killed on a tour of duty in Vietnam.

Mauer (1990) reports that one in four African American
males in their 20s are incarcerated or on probation (as
compared to one in sixteen for white males, and one in ten
for Hispanic males). The number of black males who are
incarcerated or on probation is greater than the number of
black males enrolled in college.

What all of these statistics point to is an alarming

10



situation. The United States is not a caring and safe place
for blacks, especially young black men. As Washington and
LaPoint bluntly put it (1988:13), "Black boys in particular
are at risk simply ‘being’ in the United States of America."

The present study attempts to understand some of the
problems facing fatherless African American adolescent
males, especially from their own points of view. I have
attempted to generate hypotheses based on the perceptions
and observations of actual delinquent black male youths from
fatherless homes. Much of what is written in the following
pages comes directly from these young men.

This study allows victims to speak for themselves. The
young men in my sample are victims of American racism.
Their families are also victims. This study does not blame
the victim. Rather, it forthrightly tries to understand the
fatherless black adolescent male delinquent and his often
criminogenic world. Blame, for blame’s sake, is not
something that will contribute to the amelioration of
juvenile crime. What is important, though, is to increase
our understanding of the problems faced by young black males
so that real solutions to their plight might be found. The
continued breakdown of the African American family is not
the problem (although it is problematic, of course).
Rather, this breakdown is symptomatic of larger social
problems.

11



In summary, the problems facing many African American
male youths are difficult to overstate. All Americans must
face this crisis squarely if there is to be any real chance
of successfully dealing with these problems and saving young
lives. Parents, educators, policymakers, voters, social
science researchers, and all others who are concerned about
our youth and our nation’s future, must continue to ask the
sensitive and difficult questions. A search for increased
understanding and answers, not politics and personal
ideclogies, should motivate inquiry. Furthermore, we must
formulate treatment programs and delinquency prevention
strategies that address in a meaningful way the important
issue of how family life affects delinquent behavior if we

want the carnage of our young people to stop.
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Introduction

The topics of broken homes, delinquency, and their
relationship are addressed in the research literature of
four major academic disciplines: sociology/criminology,
psychology/child development, psychiatric medicine, and
marriage/family studies (Wells and Rankin, 1991).
Additionally, there is a large body of literature on African
American family life. The review of the literature guiding
this study will focus primarily, though not exclusively, on
the family and delinquency literature (section 2.2), and the
literature on African American families (section 2.3). A
summary of the research literature is offered at the end of
this chapter (section 2.4).

Before delving into the literature, I want to discuss
the controversy that surrounds the topic of family structure
and its possible link to children’s well-being. Among
social researchers, there is disagreement concerning the
relationship between family structure and outcomes for
children and youth. The notion of "family decline" (i.e.,
the argument that changes in family structure over the past
three decades have been detrimental, especially to children)
is controversial among family sociologists (for a review of
this controversy, some of the empirical evidence, and the

13



debate that surrounds it, see Popenoe, 1993; Glenn, 1993;
Stacey, 1993). Possibly the only area of consensus among
family researchers is that the family has undergone and
continues to undergo tremendous change (Berardo, 1990;
Popenoe, 1993).

While a plethora of social science research has not
unequivocally demonstrated that various family structures
differentially affect children, many social scientists,
policymakers, and lay persons alike are increasingly coming
to believe that the increase in single-parent families is
related to an increase in the delinquent behavior of young
persons (Yablonsky, 1990). Emerging and increasing
"alternative" family structures of the 1960s, 70s, and 80s
(especially single-parent and stepparent families) were
considered by some to be liberating for adults, only mildly
and temporarily troublesome for children, and something not
to be too worried about (for example, see Cashion, 1984).
However, this view is giving way to a growing body of
empirical evidence that suggests that not all family
structures produce equal outcomes for children (for example,
see Dornbusch, et al., 1985; Krein and Beller, 1988;
McLanahan and Bumpass, 1988; Popenoe, 1993; Steinberg, 1987;
Thomson, et al., 1992).

It also must be pointed out that while many of the
negative outcomes associated with single-parent families are

14



directly attributable to socioeconomic status (SES)
(McLanahan, 1985), children from single-parent and step-
family families still do less well on many measures of well-
being than children from two-parent families, even when SES
is controlled (Dornbusch et al., 1985; Thomson, et al.,
1992). And, some argue, the continued trend toward more
single-parent homes does not bode well for the future of
American society (Garfinkel and McLanahan, 1986; Levitan, et

al., 1988).

2.2 Family and Delinquency Literature

The empirical research literature that is reviewed in
this section encompasses several types of studies, to
include: broken homes and delinquency; family dynamics or
relationships and delinquency; divorce and its impact on
children; and family composition and child development. The
research that is reviewed can be broadly placed into three
academic disciplines: sociological/criminological research,
family studies, and child development research. Although
each of these discipline handles family and delinquency
issues somewhat differently, taken as a whole they offer a
more complete picture than do any of them separately.
Before reviewing this research literature, however, I want
to consider several theories that are relevant to the‘
problem under consideration.

15



2.2.1 Theories of Delinquency

Although the present study is inductive, and, thus, not
based on any one particular theoretical approach, it is
important to establish that there is strong and varied
theoretical support for examining the family-delinquency
link. 1Indeed, the fact that family structure and familial
dynamics are found as key variables in so many and varied
explanations of delinquency can be interpreted as strong
evidence that these variables are important and central
links in the causal chain of delinquency and other childhood
difficulties. Bynum and Thompson (1992:246) write:

In short, the family’s impact upon juveniles cannot be

overestimated, and consequently, should remain a major

research focus for sociological ingquiry into the social
problem of juvenile delinquency.

There are many theories that attempt to explain
juvenile delinquency. The following discussion of theories
of delinquency that consider family structure and familial
relations as important variables is drawn from Shoemaker’s
(1990) review and examination of theories of delinquent
behavior. The procedure that I will utilize is to identify
first the school of thought or approach that Shoemaker is
examining, then present the passage that supports or
stresses the importance of familial factors. This review of

delingquency theories is meant to be brief, not exhaustive.
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From the social disorganization and anomie approach,
Shoemaker writes (p.89):

The extent to which children in a delinquency area may
choose to identify with a conventional or criminal
life-style depends on the particular strength of the
legitimate social control forces in their lives,
particularly those within their family settings
[emphasis in the original].

The above passage is quite clear and straight-forward.
I want to point out to the reader, however, that "social
control forces" is an issue that will appear again.

From lower-class-based theory, specifically the work of
Walter Miller (1958), Shoemaker writes (p.137):

The focal concerns of a lower-class culture relate to
delinquency in two ways. First, the values of lower-
class life often result in the absence of the father,
or any other significant male role model, in the home.
Thus, many adolescent boys leave the home in search of
male identities in street gangs, called by Miller "one-
sex peer units." Second, within the gang, needs and
behaviors develop that are consistent with the focal
concerns of the lower class. According to Miller,
lower-class gang members are not psychologically
disturbed. Instead, gang members typically represent
the most "able" male youngsters in a neighborhood, in
terms of both physical abilities and "personal
competence" [emphasis in the originall.

Shoemaker, in evaluating Miller’s assumptions, goes on
to write (p.139):

It is with regard to the second assumption of Miller’s
thesis that any direct attention has been applied.
This assumption, again, is that a common facet of
lower-class culture and life-styles is the matriarchal
home, and the presence of female-oriented households

17



contributes directly to lower-class male delinquency.
Attempts to test this proposition, however, have
largely focused on the issue of race rather than social
class.

Shoemaker then goes on to discuss how Moynihan’s
controversial report (1965) was particularly responsible for
shifting attention away from social class and, instead, onto
race. In essence, Moynihan took a class problem, made it a
race problem, and never acknowledged that he had done so.

From interpersonal and situational explanations of
delinquency, specifically drift theory as proposed by Mat:za,
Shoemaker writes that (p.164), "The later work of Matza
(1964) implicates the lack of family supervision in the
development of neutralization techniques. . ."
Neutralization techniques, according to this theory, are
essentially excuses or justifications that youth use to
explain away their delinquent behavior. Matza points to the
importance of family supervision; it will become quite
evident that supervision is a crucial variable.

From the control perspective, Shoemaker offers the
following summation (p.173):

To control theories, the explanation of delinquency is

based not on the question of "Why did he do it?" but,

instead, "Why did he not do it?" In other words,
control theories assume that the tendency to commit
delinquent acts is well-nigh universal. Since
delinquent behavior is to be expected, the crucial
explanation of it is to be found in searching for

missing factors in delinquents that separate them from
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